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L INTRODUCTION.

Pursuant to Rule 14.3 of the California Public Utilities Commission's ("Commission")
Rules of Practice and Procedure, SureWest Telephone (U 1015 C) and SureWest TeleVideo (U
6324 C) ("SureWest") hereby submit their opening comments on the Proposed Decision Of ALJ
Jones Adopting Strategies To Improve The California LifeLine Certification And Verification
Processes, And Reinstating Portions Of General Order 153 ("Proposed Decision"). SureWest
appreciates the Commission's efforts to improve the operation of the LifeLine certification and
verification process, and to rectify the problems that have arisen since the third-party certifying
agent (currently "Solix") assumed responsibility for confirming customer eligibility.

With some revisions, the Proposed Decision will embody a strong set of short-term
solutions, many of which would help ameliorate the difficulties that customers and carriers have
faced under the new system. First, the Commission should not adopt a requirement that carriers
provide "reminder notices" to customers who have signed up for LifeLine service. This carrier
involvement in the certification process is unnecessary and inconsistent with the Commission's
prior determinations that it would rely on a third party to perform certification-related functions.
If "reminder notices" are required, they should only be mandated for a six-month period as a
temporary measure while the Commission pursues long-term program changes. Second, the .
Commission should require that Solix give carriers at least three business days' advance notice of
any system or program changes, and that any changes be implemented during non-business hours
Pacific Time. Third, the Proposed Decision should clearly state that any recommendations from
the Lifeline implementation and marketing "working groups" must be formalized in a Commission
Resolution or Decision before they become policy. Fourth, the Proposed Decision should provide
additional guidance to carriers and customers regarding the types of questions about the program
that should be answered by carriers, the certifying agent, and the Commission. With these
changes; SureWest would support the Proposed Decision.

While the Commission pursues these short-term, incremental "fixes" to the program, it

should not lose sight of the need for long-term reform. Most importantly, it is absolutely critical
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to the success of the program that the Commission require the certifying agent to send certification
and verification materials to customers using first-class mail. Based on SureWest's experiences
under the new LifeLine certification program, the most significant cause of the low response rate
and customer complaints is the fact that customers are not receiving certification documents in a
timely manner. Moreover, to create the proper incentives for customers to-complete the
certification process, and to avoid the need to back-bill denied customers for multiple months of
service, the Commission should provide that LifeLine discounts will only be given after a
customer's eligibility has been confirmed. The Commission should also make it easier for
customers to obtain certification documents by making those documents available on the internet,
through community-based organizations, and through other public sources. Further, the
Commission should actively pursue the adoption of a web-based certification alternative. While
some of these more holistic program changes will take time to effectuate, SureWest believes that
these are the most direct and complete ways to repair the ULTS certiﬁcation and verification

processes.

II. WITH SOME REVISIONS, SUREWEST SUPPORTS THE COMMISSION'S
SHORT-TERM APPROACH TO IMPROVING THE ULTS PROGRAM.

In general, the Proposed Decision presents a well-considered approach to addressing some
difficult problems within a short timeframe. This is particﬁlarly admirable given the constraints of
the state contracting process and the difficulty of adopting more long-term fixes. Nevertheless,
there are aspects of the Proposed Decision that should be modified to avoid hardship to customers
and difficulties for carriers. The Proposed Decision also requires clarification in several respects.
SureWest proposes that the Proposed Decision be revised as set forth below.

A. The Proposed Decision Should Not Adopt a Permanent Requirement that
Carriers Provide ""Reminder Notices' to LifeLine Customers.

The Proposed Decision would impose an ongoing requirement on carriers that "reminder

notices" be provided to all new enrollees in the LifeLine program. Proposed Decision, at p. 16.

559541.1 2
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This additional regulatory requirement is unnecessary in light of the sources of the certification
problems, and inconsistent with the Commission's established policy of relying on a third-party
certifying agent as the focal point of the certification process. As discussed in further detail
below, the low response rates and customer complaints have been caused largely by the untimely
mailing of certification documents, and by the issuance of LifeLine discounts prior to completion
of the certification process. Compared to these issues, SureWest does not believe that customer
confusioﬁ about Solix's role in the certification process has been a significant contributing factor
to the problems with the LifeLine progfam. The Commission should devote its resources to
addressing the major problems with the program rather than imposing a new regulatory
requirement on carriers that will not squarely address those problems, and the cqsts of which will
ultimately be borne by the ULTS fund. These costs would be better spent on first-class mailings
of certification forms, as discussed below. The Staff Report does not include sufficient evidence
of a problem that would justify this requirement.

Having made the choice to rely on a third-party certifying agent as the central point of
contact for the certification process, the Commission should not now deviate from that decision by
roping carriers back into the process. The Staff Report finds that prospective LifeLine customers
should be given additional "touches" in order to inform them abbut the process, but there is no
reason why those additional "touches" could not come from the certifying agent. As part of the
LifeLine enrollment process, carriers already provide all of the necessary information about the
certification process, including information about the mailing of the certification forms, and the
fact that those forms must be returned to the third-party administrator. See G.O. 153 §4.2.1.2.2.
The "script" in General Order 153 should be sufficient to convey the message to customers that a
third-party entity is facilitating the certification process. The proposed new Section 4.1.3 of

General Order 153 and the associated "reminder notice" contain information that is entirely

559541.1 3
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duplicative of what is already in Section 4.2.1.2.2. ‘The proposed Section 4.1.3 should not be
adopted.

If, notwithstanding the arguments above, the Commission elects to radopt a "reminder
notice" requirement for LifeLine customers, that requirement should not be adopted on a
permanent basis. Rather than modifying General Order 153, the Commission could adopt this
requirement as an interim measure for a period of six months. This would allow the Commission
sufficient time to resolve some of the iong-term issues with the LifeLine program, including the
untimely mailing issue. If Solix mails the certification forms via first-class mail, they will arrive
within approximately three days, and there would be no need for carriers to provide a notice
reminding the customer that the forms are coming. Even if there were a justification for this
requirement, that justification would certainly disappear when the mailing issue is corrected.

B. The Commission Should Establish Stricter Procedures Governing Solix-

Initiated Changes to the Verification Process, the Certification Process, the
File Transfer Protocol System, or the Web-Based System. '

The Commission should implement a formalized procedure for the certifying agent to
nbtify carriers of any changes to the certifying agent's systems or its data processing protocols. If
carriers are not informed of these modifications in the system, confusion, disruption, and/or
erroneous processing of data ma}‘f occur. Since the problems with the certification and verification
processes were brought to light, Solix has been called upon to make necessary changes to its
systems. In some instances, carriers have not been properly informed of the changes, resulting in
significant confusion. For example, on or around March 20, 2007, Solix modified its protocol for
generating the "effective date" field in its return data feeds to carriers. Prior to that date, SureWest
understands that Solix had been using the LifeLine "start date" as the "effective date." Without
informing carriers of the change, Solix unilaterally modified the "effective date" field to reflect the

"date on which Solix processed the customer's information." Solix had a valid reason for making

559541.1 4
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this change, but it did not inform carriers in a timely manner that the change had been made.

| Since some carriers had been generating their LifeLine claim information from the "effective date"

field iﬁ Solix's return feeds, the change in the meaning of that field had a significant impact on the
accuracy of those carriers' claims. Had carriers been informed in advance of the impending
system modification, there would have been time for carriers to alter their systems to draw claim
information from a source other than Solix's "effective date" field.

To prevent this type of situation from arising iﬁ the future, the Proposed Decision should
include a directive that the certifying agent must maintain a list of carrier contacts, and provide at
least three business days' advance notice via email of any changes to the Solix systerﬁ or
processing protocols. The collection of contact information can be facilitated through the
implementatipn "working group" at the direction of Commission staff. SureWest also supports the
requirement in the Proposed Decision that Solix must report any system "glitches" to the
Commission within 48 hours of when they are discovered. Proposed Decision, at pp. 18-19.
Carrier contacts should also be informed of any problems through a similar mechanism. The
certifying agent should be required to include carriers on any correspondence to the Commission
that identiﬁes "glitches." Solix should also be instructed to follow through with individual carrier
"fixes" in a prompt manner.

There are other steps that should be taken to prevent problems from arising in connection
with systems changes iniﬁated by the certifying agent. Any changes to the system should occur at
non-business hours in the Pacific Time Zone. Probably because Solix is based in New J ersey;
there have been instances where system changes have been made in the middle of the day on the
West Coast. The certifying agent should manage its system modifications so that the database

does not change while carriers are actively utilizing it during normal business hours.

559541.1 5
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C.  Recommendations from the "Working Groups' Should be Formalized in
- Commission Resolutions in Phase II of this Proceeding Before they
- Become Commission Policy.

To ensure that all interested parties have notice and an opportunity to be heard regarding
any proposed changes to the LifeLine program, the recommendations o‘f the working groups
should not become Commission policy until they are adopted in a Commission Resolution.
SureWest appreciates the Commission's creation of the working groups. The groups have been an
effective way to open the channels of communication between Solix, the Commission, and carriers
regarding LifeLine issues. SureWest also appreciates the need to allow the working groups to
function without micro-management from the Commission. However, the working groups have
been the genesis of -a number of significant changes to the LifeLine certification and verification
processes. While many carriers and other interested parties participate on the working group calls,
the participation is far from universal. In light of this fact, and in keeping with proper
administrative processes, the working groups should be considered advisory bodies, not decision-
making bodies.

The working groups should make recommendations that can be presented and evaluated
through the Commission's typical administrative policymaking procedures. SureWest supports the
Commission's directive that staff be allowed to "make fﬁrther amendments to the G.O. via the
resolution process as long-term solutions to the mailing and other issues are identified and changes
to the G.O. warranted." Propésed Decision, at p. 9. Either a Resolution or a full Commission
Decision should be necessary to implement any new policy recommendations from the working

groups. The Proposed Decision should be clarified to reflect this concept.

D. The Commission Should Clarify the Allocation of Informational
Responsibilities Between CAB, the Certifying Agent, and Carriers.

At times, there appears to have been a lack of clarity regarding the types of customer

questions that carriers should answer as opposed to inquiries that should be resolved by the

559541.1 6
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Commission's Consumer Affairs Branch ("CAB") or by the certifying agent. When the new
certification and verification process Wés adopted, SureWest had understood that the certifying
agent would largely be responsible for responding to customer inquiries about the program, and
about customer eligibility. SureWest believes that carriers should provide general information
about the progrém, information about the eligibility requirements in general, and information
about the billing impacts of being a LifeLine customer. All other inquiries abbut the program
should be handled by the certifying agent. Issues regarding appeals should be handled by CAB.
SureWest understands from customers that there have been some instances where
customers are bounced back and -forth between carriers and Solix and the COnirﬁission without
receiving answers to their questions. Unless the information the customer is requesting is.
uniquely within the purview of the carrier, such as in the case of specific billing-related issues,
Solix should be responsible for handling customer inquiries. Moreover, the Commission should
further clarify the procedure for handling back-credits generated by successful appeals. SureWest
had understood that CAB would direct Solix to send records to carriers where appeals have been
successful, but this does not appear to be occurring in all cases. The Proposed Decision should
clarify and formalize the allocation of informational responsibility amongst CAB, Solix, and the

carriers.

III. THE COMMISSION SHOULD FOCUS ITS ATTENTION ON SOME
IMPORTANT LONG-TERM CHANGES TO THE LIFELINE PROGRAM.

While the reforms in the Proposed Decision should help to increase customer response
rates and reduce the number of customer complaints, further changes are necessary. SureWest has
been an active participant in the implementation and marketing "working groups" that were
created in November 2006 to address the problems with the LifeLine program. Based on this
participation, and based on SureWest's own experiences with LifeLine customers, SureWest has

identified four key long-term program changes that will dramatically improve the program. These

559541.1 7
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areas should be the focus of the Commission's working group efforts in the months to come. Any
short-term modifications adopted at this juncture must be viewed in the broader context of the
Commission's long-terrh approach.

A. The Commission Must Ensure that the Certifying Agent Mails the
Certification and Verification Documents to Customers in a Timely Manner
via First-Class Mail.

By far, the most significant sourée of customer frustration under the LifeLine program has
been that customers have not received their certification matérials in a timely manner. SureWest
began hearing about this problem froni customers shortly after the program began, and the
problem remains unresolved today. Before Solix took over the responsibility for sending the
documents to customers, carriers were uniformly sending certification materials via first-class
mail. First-class mail delivery is guaranteed, and it is typically delivered within two or three days
anywhere in the United States. As evidenced in part by the 70% customer response rates that
carriers achieved under the old certification system, first-class mail was a timely and reliable
means of transmitting certification forms to customers.

When Solix began providing the certification materials to customers in July 2006, Solix
used standard bulk mail. Standard mail delivery is not guaranteed, and can take considerably
longer to get to recipients than ﬁrst;class mail. Recent tests have confirmed that Solix-provided
certification forms are taking approximately eight to 14 days to arrive. See Staff Report, at p. 18.!
In some cases, customers have reported not receiving the forms even after the certification due
dates have passed. This is an unacceptable practice that SureWest believes is responsible for the

bulk of the problems with the LifeLine program since its inception.

! The "Staff Report" refers to the Report on Strategies to Improve the California Lifeline
Certification and Verification Processes. This Staff Report appears as an attachment to the
Proposed Decision.

559541.1 8
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Unfortunately, neither the Commission nor carriers became aware of this issue until the
middle of J anuary when the mailing issue was raised during an implementation working group
conference call. Carriers were asking Solix about customer reports of significant deléys in
receiving certification documents during the 2006 holiday season. For the first time, Solix
admitted that it had been using standard mail rather than first-class mail. The existing contract
with Solix does not specify a mailing pfotocol. Since the Commission's first contract amendment
with Solix had already been submitted to the Department of General Services by the end of
December, it was too late to incorporate a change in the mailing pfotocols into the amendment.
As a result, the use of standard mail persists today. |

Alihough the proposed expansion of the time period for returning forms will help‘ mitigate
the impact of standard mail delays, it will not solve the problem. Customers will still be puzzled
at not receiving certification documents in a timely manner. In many cases, getting certification
documents to customers swiftly could make the difference between a customer following up to
obtain a LifeLine discount, and letting the matter slip due to the press of other concerns.
Moreover, the expansion of the certification period may cause other customer hardships, since a
customer may be back-billed for an additional month of LifeLine discounts if he or she is deemed
ineligible.

The Commission should seek a further amendment to the Solix contract at the earliest
possible opportunity to require that correspondence frorﬁ Solix to customers be transmitted using
first-class mail. Many of the proposals in the Proposed Decision are designed to mitigate the
impact of customers' having not received certification documents in time to qualify for LifeLine
discounts, but the Proposed Decision does not address the main source of the problem. Only by
addressing the mailing issue will the Commission be able to provide all qualified customers with a

full and fair opportunity to receive a discount.

559541.1 9




B. The Commission Should Reverse the Current Policy of Requiring LifeLine
- Discounts to be Provided Before the Certification Process is Complete.

[

Aside from correcting thé mailing problem, the single most important reform that the
Commission could adopt would be to discontinue the policy of providing LifeLine discounts to
customers before their eligibility has been confirmed. In D.05-12-013, the Commission
determined that customers should be given LifeLine discounts "at the point of the first consumer
contact." D.05-12-013, mimeo, at p. 8. SureWest consistently opposed that outcome during the

initial stages of this proceeding, largely based on a belief that a pre-qualification requirement was
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mandated by the FCC's Lifeline / Linkup Order,? but also based on concerns that back-billing and
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bad debt issues would be exacerbated by giving discounts prior to confirmation of eligibility.

[a—y
[y

In light of the problems that have emerged during the first nine months of the program, the
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time has come to revise the Commission's approach to the timing of LifeLine discounts. The

o
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problems with the current policy are two-fold. First, since customers are given discounts before
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they complete the certification documents, the incentive to follow through with filling out and
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returning the form is significantly reduced. Despite the efforts of carriers and Solix to emphasize
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that the discounts are contingent upon complying with the certification procedures, granting an
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immediate discount conveys the impression that no further action is necessary. Consumers would
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be far more likely to promptly and diligently comply with the certification procedures if they had
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not yet received a discount.
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The second and perhaps more significant problem with giving immediate LifeLine
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discounts under the current process is that the back-billing impacts on customers can be extreme.
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Under the current system, if a customer fails to return the certification form in a timely manner or
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fails to meet the program criteria, the customer will be back-billed for the discounted portion of
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2 Lifeline and Link- Up Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, WC
i Docket No. 03-109, FCC 04-87 (rel. April 29, 2004).
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two months of service, plus the discounted portion of any applicable connection or conversion fee.
This amount can be between $50 and $150, a considerable sum for a low-income household that is
truly qualiﬁe(.i' for LifeLine. If a customer reapplies and is again denied, the customer could be
forced to pay another $50 to $150 in back-billed amounts. The back-billing impacts are
particularly troﬁbling in light of the untimeliness of the certification documents and the fact that
many Lifeline-eligible customers are applying for discounts several times before successfully
completing the process. As some conéumer advocates observed during the March 8, 2007 "all
party meeting" with Commissioner Grueneich, some customers cannot pay the unexpected back-
billed amounts, so they are forced to drop their phone lines. Some of these customers will never
come back on the system since they cannot pay their outstanding debt. This is an unfortunate
outcome for low-income consumers, and it undermines the universal service goals of the LifeLine
program.

To avoid this back-billing problem, and to enhance the incentives for customers to return
certification documentation in a timely m@er, the Commission should move to a pre-
qualification regime. SureWest appreciates the Commission's inclusion of this proposal in the
Staff Report, and SureWest urges the Commission to actively pursue this proposal as a long-term
improvement to the LifeLine program. See Staff Réport, at pp. 32-33. Under this proposal, new
customers would be charged full tariffed rates upon service initiation, and then the carrier should
issue back-credits to the customer if the customer is ultimately deemed eligible for LifeLine
discounts. This pre-qualification procedure would remove any back-billing possibilities from the
process, and would encourage the consumer to identify, ﬁll out, and submit certification
documentation in a timely manner. Customers would also have the option to wait until the

certification process is complete to begin receiving telephone service. If an expeditious web-based

559541.1 11
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system can be developed to confirm customers' eligibility within a few days (or even hours), this |
would further enhance the attractiveness of a pre-qualification procedure.

C. The Commission Should Pursue a Long-Term Marketing Strategy that Would
Permit Customers to Obtain Certification Documents from a Variety of
Sources.

To supplement the mailing solution and the pre-qualification proposal outlined above, the
Commission should also investigate ways to broaden the channels through which customers can
obtain certification documentation. The easier it is for customers to get certification forms in their
hands, the more likely it will be that they can complete the certification process.

Uﬁder the current system, a customer can only receive a valid certification form through a
single channel, and through compliance with a narrow set of procedures. The customer must call
the carrier to request that he or she be placed on LifeLine service. This generates a data feed from
the carrier to Solix, which generates a request from Solix to Solix's "fulfillment center." The
fulfillment center then sends a certification form to the customer. Unless the consumer fills out
and returns the exact, bar-coded form that was provided by Solix, Solix will not process the
customer's application. If the customer misplaces the certification form, the only solution is to
request another bar-coded form from Solix. Given the current timeframes for mailing these
documents, it is unlikely that a replacement form would be received in time for the customer to
return before the due date. Even with the expanded certification period outlined in the Proposed
Decision, the ability of a customer to obtain and return a replacement form would be dubious.

Although it may take some time for Solix to adjust its procedures, and it may require some
further modifications to Solix's contract, SureWest believes that the channels through which
certification documents are available should be expanded. Certification documents should be
made available on a website so that customers can fill out the forms immediately, and they can

download replacement forms as necessary. It also may be productive to allow community-based

559541.1 12
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organizations to pass out certification forms to their constituencies. SureWest is not certain why
the certifying agent can only process the bar-coded forms that are specific to each customer, but
SureWest is confident that the implementation issues raised by this proposal could be addressed

through the working groups.

D. The Commission Should Encourage the Timely Development of a Web-Based
Enrollment System. ‘

The development of a web-based solution fof enrolling customers will also help the
Commission to maximize participaﬁon in the LifeLine program. In D.05-12-013, the Commission
ordered that the certifying agent and the Commission should begin work on a web-based
enrollment system within one year of the time when the certifying agent's contract is implemented.
D.05-12-013, mimeo, at p. 59 (Findings of Fact 4-6). The web-based system must be implemented
by one year after work on the project begins. Since Solix's contract was imp1¢mented on July 1,
2006, work on the web-based system must begin on July 1, 2007, and it must be completed by
July 1,2008. Staff Report, at p. 15.

SureWest supports the development of a web-based system as a way to streamline and
expedite the certification process. As thé Staff Report notes, other states have developed web-
based mechanisms for enrolling customers in the program. Staff Report, at p. 60. A web-based
system could be structured to facilitate instantaneous confirmation of program-based eligibility by
cross-referencing customer information with data regarding other programs. Moreover, as
discussed above, a web-based enrollment vehicle would complement a prequalification procedure.
By starting early on developing a web-based system, the Commission and Solix can do the

necessary testing to ensure that any database issues are resolved before the system is implemented.
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IV. CONCLUSION.

SureWest appreciates the Commission's efforts to rectify the problems with the
certification and verification processes under the LifeLine program, and SureWest values the
opportuhity to work collaboratively with all interested parties in this effort. In large part, the
Proposed Decision is a step forwérd in addressing the issues with the LifeL.ine program.

SureWest urges th¢ Commission to modify the P’roposed Decision as set foﬁh above, and to focus
the parties' attention on the long-term issues facing the LifeLine program. Most importantly, the
Commission should require the use of first-class mail for all mailings from Solix to customers.
The Commission should also adopt a pre-qualification process to prevent substantial back-bills
that can drive low-income customers off the system. In connection with these efforts, the
Commission should broaden the channels for receiving LifeLine certification documentation and
actively pursue a web-based enrollment process. With these long-term solutions in place, the
Commission will be able to put forward the most effective certification and verification process
possible within the strictures of the Lifeline / Linkup Order.

As the Commission continues this process, however, it should be noted that some of the
customer ire and some portion of the cause for the low response rates is that fact that the FCC has
placed an additional burden on customers seeking LifeLine discoun;[s. Naturally, some customers
who did not meet the proper income levels were nevertheless continuing to receive LifeLine
discounts under the self-certification process in place prior to July 1, 2006. While the
Commission should certainly undertake strong efforts to ensure that qualifying individuals receive
LifeLine discounts, the Commission should also realize that some of the results of the new system

are exactly as the FCC intended. The Commission's goals should not be to approximate the
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program participation and response rates under the self-certification regime, but to make the new

program as effective and robust as it can be under the circumstances.
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